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Headline: The art of disagreeing - it can yield some good 
By DAVID CHAN 
BY 
INVITATION 
FOR THE STRAITS TIMES 
M OST people can re-call times when indi-viduals maintain the same position despite being given 
new information that seems to 
contradict it. Sometimes, people 
may even claim that the contrary 
information presented supports 
their position and so strengthens 
their belief. 
The more important the topic, 
the more it affects interpersonal 
relationships negatively when 
there is strong disagreement. 
It gets worse when the issues 
seem clear and the individuals con-
cerned are intelligent. In such cas-
es, a lack of understanding cannot 
be the problem. 
This resistance to change is 
part of human psychology. It ap-
plies to everyone regardless of ed-
ucational background, socio-eco-
nomic status, political belief and 
moral position. 
But if the underlying psycholo-
gy is understood, this knowledge 
can facilitate personal and work-
place relationships. It can also 
help address disagreements be-
tween policymakers and citi-
zens or advocacy groups. 
Confirmatory bias 
EVERYONE tends to seek out, in-
terpret and remember informa-
tion that con firms existing beliefs, 
positions or actions. Psycholo-
gists call it .confirmatory bias, a 
term coined by Peter Wason. In 
the 1970s, Professor Wason pub-
lished a series of seminal studies 
which showed that when asked to 
test a simple rule, people consist-
ently sought information that 
would confirm the rule and ig-
nored information that would dis-
prove it. 
In 1979, a research team from 
Stanford University published a 
study involving participants who 
were either for or against capi-
tal punishment. All participants 
were asked to read and evalu-
ate two studies, one support-
ing capital punishment and 
the other undermining it. 
The results showed that par-
ticipants rated the study 
that was consistent with 
their pre-existing position 
as superior to the one that 
contradicted it. In reality, 
however, both studies em-
ployed the same methodol-
ogy and were fictitious. 
Subsequent research 
has shown that people ex-
Why do policymakers tend to think failure is due to factors beyond their control, 
while citizens think policy failure is due to incompetence? A knowledge of 
psychology and confirmatory bias sheds light on such disagreements. 
The art of disagreeing -
can yield some good 
it 
press more interest and spend 
more time on information that is 
consistent with their pre-existing 
positions or actions. They also 
give more weight to and recall bet-
ter such consistent information. 
Confirmation bias also occurs 
in real life. People go about their 
respective routines paying more 
attention to news outlets and com-
mentary articles, in mainstream 
or social media, which reflect 
their own political views. They al-
so spend more time discussing 
and analysing issues with those 
who share their views than with 
those who don't. 
Does confirmatory bias occur 
when there is strong disagree-
ment over an issue between policy 
makers and citizens or advocacy 
groups? 
There are several clues to look 
for. 
Look at the type of information 
that each side seeks out as rele-
vant evidence for the debate. 
Look at which aspects of the issue 
they attend to. Look at how they 
differ when interpreting and mak-
ing sense of what the same data 
means. And look at what each 
side recalls when citing previous 
cases they consider similar or rele -
vant to the current issue. 
Policymakers tend to believe 
that policy successes are largely 
due to their acumen, and that poll-
cy failures are largely due to 
changes in external conditions be-
yond their control. 
Citizens tend to believe that 
policy successes are largely due to 
luck, public cooperation or re-
sources available to policymakers. 
They see policy failures as being 
largely due to incompetence or an 
inability to plan ahead. 
An example is the way in which 
strains on Singapore's infrastruc-
ture and overcrowding on public 
transport in recent years yield dif-
ferent reactions. 
Citizens tend to attribute such 
overcrowding to the lack of plan-
ning on the part of policymakers 
and their overemphasis on popula-
tion growth. Policymakers, howev-
er, attribute the problem to unex-
pected changes in economic condi-
tions. They also cite the growth in 
the number of foreigners, and the 
many years needed for building in-
frastructure projects. 
React ing const ructively 
IS THERE a way to react 
constructively to information that 
is contrary to firmly held opin-
ions? 
There are no magic bullets, but 
here are some possible approach-
es to prevent negative effects and 
promote positive ones. 
• In all major decisions, make a 
serious effort to question or at 
least revisit one's assumptions. 
• Seek information that under-
mines and not just confirms 
pre-existing beliefs and posi-
tions. 
• In group discussions, do 
not express a position before 
hearing from the other mem-
bers. This allows alternative, 
and possibly better, ideas to 
surface more easily. This is es-
pecially important when lead-
ing a group, or if group mem-
bers have a similar profile. 
• Spend less time getting the 
views and listening to the justi-
fications provided by like-mind-
ed individuals. Create more op-
portunities to listen to the views 
of those who may not agree. Al-
low them to elaborate and prove 
their point. 
• Try to understand the position 
and frame of reference of those 
holding contrary views. Consider 
how they feel, their concerns and 
aspirations. Never trivialise their 
emotions. 
• Focus on the substance of 
the contrary information 
and the situations leading 
to the disagreement. 
Avoid focusing on the 
motivations of those in-
volved. 
• Consider in what 
ways a strongly held 
belief might be 
wrong. Consider the 
consequences that 
might occur if it is 
and if the contrary 
view is right. 
• When there is 
disagreement, 
consider whether 
it is a trade-off 
situation, a bal-
ancing act or a 
case of different 
but complemen-
tary approaches 
that can be inte-
grated to 
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achieve common goals. 
How views get polarised 
CONFIRMATORY bias becomes 
troubling when policymakers and 
citizens accumulate facts selec-
tively, making them highly resist-
ant to alternative views. 
This often happens to like-
minded and close-knit members 
in a group. The group may be an 
online community commenting 
on social and political issues or an 
advocacy group pursuing a com-
mon cause. It could also be a team 
of civil servants formulating a poll-
cy, or a political party discussing 
strategic policy directions. 
Group members reinforce each 
other's views, and so the group is 
quick to reject contrary informa-
tion. It reaches premature conclu-
sions and tends to hold extreme 
positions that members would not 
have held as individuals. 
The consequence is that an ini-
tially mild disagreement between 
policymakers and citizens or advo-
cacy groups can easily lead to a po-
larisation of attitudes. 
Confirmatory bias partly ex-
plains why some citizens find con-
spiracy theories or extremely nega-
tive interpretat ions of a govern-
ment's intent and motivation be-
lievable regardless of the objective 
evidence. 
It also partly explains why 
some policymakers do not under-
stand citizen sentiments, despite 
soliciting and receiving feedback 
from the ground, or having access 
to independent information that 
contradicts the policy position. 
But it is possible to treat new 
information in ways that enable 
disagreements to shed light and 
not just create heat. 
When debating issues such as 
Internet regulation or a proposed 
minimum wage, each side should 
react constructively to contrary in-
formation. 
Creating a straw man by mis-
representing an opponent's posi-
tion or argument - either inten-
tionally or out of ignorance - is 
counterproductive. 
When all sides react construc-
tively to cont rary information, 
the Government demonstrates the 
sor t of pr incipled adaptive 
leadership that is expected of na-
tional leaders, and the people dis-
play the sort of responsible behav-
iour and commitment to Singa-
pore that is expected of the citi-
zenry. 
There is a need for both princi-
pled adaptive leaders and commit-
ted responsible citizens if the Gov-
ernment and Singaporeans are to 
be true co-creators of Singapore's 
future. 
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